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The Royalist Printers at 
Shelburne, Nova Scotia 


Printinc was first introduced into Canada at Halifax, 
Nova Scotia, in 1752, but presses were established no- 
where else in that province until the Revolutionary War 
brought two printing establishments and three news- 
papers to Shelburne, at the southwestern tip of the Nova 
Scotian peninsula. 

James and Alexander Robertson,’ the sons of a Scotch 
printer, were the first to bring a press to Shelburne. 
They had come to America before the war, and May 8, 
1769, established the New-York Chronicle in New York 
City. It was discontinued early in 1770, and on February 
2 of that year James Parker wrote Benjamin Franklin: 
“I told you two Scots Paper Spoilers had set up a News- 
paper here called the New-York Chronicle,—they 
puff'd and flourish’d a While, but the paper is now 
drop’d:—They were ignorant Blockheads,—but have 
Impudence enough:—I hear they are now at work, or 
going to work for Rivington,—they must be more skill- 
ful than I apprehended they are, or they won't hold that 
long.” 

Io spite of the poor opinion of them held by Parker, 
the Robertsons left New York City in 1771 at the insti- 


_ gation of Sir William Johnson, superintendent of Indian 


Affairs, to establish a press at Albany, the first in the 
ay: ee 
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colony outside New York City. Johnson loaned them 
the money to buy necessary equipment, and in the fal 
of 1771 the Robertson brothers began the Albany Ga 
zette. Two years later the Robertsons, in partnershi 
with John Trumbull, began the first newspaper at Nor 
wich, Connecticut, the Norwich Packet. The two broth 
ers continued to work at Albany, leaving the Norwick 
office to Trumbull’s direction. When the war broke ou 
in 1775 the Robertsons were attacked at Albany for thei 
loyalist leanings, and were forced to flee to Norwich 
They left their press behind them at Albany, and it wa 

later sold to establish the second Albany paper.’ The 
Robertson brothers sold their Norwich interests in 1776 
when New York was taken by the British and wen’ 
there to establish the New York Royal American Ga 
zette, which they published for the duration of the wa 


James Robertson left his brother to manage the Ne 


York printing office, while he established the Royal 


Pennsylvania Gazette at Philadelphia. This paper was 
published only during March, April and May of 1778 
while the British held the city. “When the British 
evacuated Philadelphia, which was on June 18, 1778 
James Robertson went with them, and carried off < 
great part of the English types belonging to He 
Miller’s office.””* 

In Philadelphia, James Robertson is believed to have 
been assisted by Donald MacDonald and Alexande 
Cameron, Scotch printers who were sent to America as 
semi-official printers for the British troops. They were 
with him in 1780 when he went to Charleston to es 
tablish another Tory organ there, the Royal South-Caro- 
lina Gazette, which lasted until 1782, when the printers 
returned to New York. 


Bish 


James and Alexander Robertson, now in partnership 
with Nathaniel Mills and John Hicks, continued the 
New York Royal American Gazette until the end of 
July, 1783, when the British evacuated the city. The 
fourway partnership was then dissolved and the Rob- 
ertsons sought refuge in loyalist Nova Scotia, settling at 
Shelburne.’ There the Royal American Gazette was re- 
established almost at once, continuing the numbering 
of the New York paper.’ Alexander Robertson died at 
Shelbourne in 1784 at the age of forty-two, and James 
Robertson continued the Gazette under his name alone. 


Shelburne was then a boom town, filled with royalist 
refugees who had fled the United States at the con- 
clusion of the war, and with the prospects of a ready 
market the Robertson family established a second paper 
there. This was the Port-Roseway Gazetteer; and, the 
Shelburne Advertiser, begun in the fall of 1784" by “J. 
Robertson, junior, T. and J. Swords.” His appearance 
in connection with the Gazetteer is the only known 
record of James Robertson, the younger, who un- 
doubtedly was, both before and after the publication of 
his own paper, associated with his father in the printing 
business. Thomas and James Swords later went to New 
York, which they had probably left in 1783 with the 
Robertsons, and opened a printing office by 1791. They 
continued to print in New York as late as 1817. 

The Port-Roseway Gazetteer and the Royal American 
Gazette were much alike, both using the same type and 
make-up, and carrying the same advertisements. The 
Gazetteer was published “at the Printing-Office in King- 
Street,” and the Gazette was published by the elder Rob- 
ertson “at his office, in King Street,” which was more 
specifically designated in early issues as “his Office, in 


ie 


King-Street, Corner of Water-Street.” In spite of the 
fact that both papers were issued at the same office, and 
that it was a fairly common practice of the day to em 


ploy different names for separate editions of the sam 
paper, the Gazetteer and the Gazette seem to have bee! 


fairly distinct and individual publications. The Roya 


American Gazette used the royal arms in its heading 


and apparently had a semi-official status. The distinction 
between the two papers was clear to the people of Shel 


burne, and in the Gazette of January 24, 1785, a cor 
tributor noted with some asperity an attack on the loca’ 


Episcopal clergyman which had appeared “in the Port. 


Roseway Gazetteer, of the 20th instant.” 


How long the two Robertson papers were continue, 
is not known. The Gazetteer was certainly published a 
late as the end of January, 1785, and the Gazette ap 
peared through the summer of 1786 and probably later 
In 1787, the Robertson press was removed from Shel 
burne to Charlottetown on Prince Edward Island, anc 
the Royal American Gazette was continued there, where 
it marked the introduction of printing.” James Roh 
ertson, Sr., was invited to Prince Edward Island by Lieu 
tenant-Governor Fanning for the purpose of printing 
the laws of the province, some of which were lost g 
a result of the scarcity of manuscript copies. On Decem 
ber 6, 1788, Fanning wrote the Secretary of State a 
account of his attempts to establish printing on th 
island. He reported that Robertson was already at wor 
on the laws, and requested that he be made King 
Printer, with the same salary that was paid the Ki ng” 
Printer in New Brunswick, Christopher Sower III, n 
other refugee loyalist printer from the United State 
Fanning was informed in the fall of 1789 that there y 
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no objection to naming Robertson official printer, but 
that there would be no salary for the position. After 
some time, Robertson discontinued the Royal American 


Gazette and Intelligencer, as it is said to have been 


known at Charlottetown,” and left Prince Edward Is- 
land without having completed, or perhaps without 


having actually begun, the printing of the laws.” At 
least Fanning wrote in 1798 that the printer had left 
the island, and that the publication of the laws would 


be delayed. James Robertson, Sr., returned to Scotland 


and became a bookseller in Edinburgh, where he was 
living in 1810. 

Probably one of the chief reasons for the removal 
from Shelburne of the Robertsons’ press was the estab- 
lishment early in 1785 of a rival printing establishment 
and newspaper by James Humphreys, a royalist printer 
from Philadelphia, “the son of James Humphreys, a 
conveyancer,” who was placed by his father in the col- 
lege at Philadelphia, leaving it to learn the printing art 
from Colonel William Bradford. Humphreys began to 
print independently in 1772 and in January, 1775, he es- 
tablished the Philadelphia Pennsylvania Ledger. It soon 
acquired a reputation as a Tory journal, and as a result 
of the unfriendly feeling against it, Humphreys discon- 
tinued his paper in November, 1776, and left Phila- 
delphia himself. He returned at the time of the British 
occupation of the city and resumed publication of the 
Ledger, publishing it from October, 1777, until May, 
1778, just previous to the evacuation of Philadelphia by 
the British troops. Humphreys again left the city and 
accompanied the troops to New York, where he be- 
came a merchant. When the British left New York, the 
printer went to England, where he obtained printing 
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materials, and returned to America. This time he settled 
at Shelburne, Nova Scotia. 
In the Royal American Gazette of January 24, 1785, 
appeared the announcement that: “On Wednesday, the 
second of February, will be published, by the Subscriber, 
at his Printing-Office, in Water-Street, next Door below 
Valentine Nutter’s, Esq. The first Number of, Th 
Nova-Scotia Packet, and General Advertiser; To be co 
tinued every Wednesday, at Twelve Shillings per Year 
Six Shillings to be paid at the Time of Subscribing, and 
Six Shillings at the End of the Year. Subscriptions, Ad 
vertisements, &c. are now receiving at his Office,—whe 
he hopes for the Encouragement of the Public, no 
doubting but by constant Attention to their Interes 
and Amusement, to render his Paper worthy of thei 
Attention and Approbation. [Signed] James Hum. 
phreys. Subscriptions from any Part of the Province, o 
elsewhere, will be thankfully received, and constantly 
attended to. All Kinds of Printing Work done in the 
neatest Manner, and on as low Terms as possible, a 
said Office.” 
The only extant copies of the Nova-Scotia Packet; 
And General Advertiser were issued during the sum: 
mer of 1786, when a shortage in paper had reduced the 
size of both the Packet and its rival the Gazette to about 
one-fourth the usual newspaper size. In compensatior 
for this reduction in size, eight and six page papers were 
sometimes issued instead of the usual four pages. Th 
Packet carried the imprint: “Shelburne: Printed by 
James Humphreys, at his Office the Corner of Georg: 
and Water Streets.””” s 
Some time after the summer of 1786 the newspapei 
was discontinued and Humphreys closed his printing 


ste be 
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establishment. He remained at Shelburne as a merchant 
until 1797 when, as a result of losses occasioned by 
French privateers, he again returned to Philadelphia 
and opened a printing house. In 1798 he published for 
about six months the Philadelphia Weekly Price Cur- 
rent, which was suspended by the fever of 1798 which 
swept Philadelphia and caused the suspension or re- 
moval from the city of many papers. Humphreys con- 
tinued to print in Philadelphia thereafter until the time 
of his death, February 10, 1810, at the age of sixty-three. 
He had several children, most of whom, both sons and 
daughters, were educated as practical printers. The sons 
continued their father’s business for two years after his 
death, when the printing establishment was sold to 
settle their father’s estate.” 
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BEND ECONSDEEAN DECUNDEEANDEUNDECAS 
NOTES 


*Charles R. Hildeburn, Sketches of Printers and Printing i | 


Colonial New York, New York, 1895, p. 98-104, has a good 


summary of the Robertsons’ careers. 


? Worthington C. Ford (ed.), [Letters from and concernin , 


James Parker to Benjamin Franklin, 1741-1773.] in Proceeding: 
of the Massachusetts Historical Society, 2nd Series, v. 16, 1903, 
p- 221. 


A friend buried the press for them for safekeeping. In 1782 
it was dug up and sold to Solomon Valentine and Charles R. 
Webster, who established the New York Gazetteer at Albany 
with the Robertsons’ old materials. (Isaiah Thomas, History 0 
Printing in America, Albany, N. Y., 1874, v. 1, p. 313.) 


*William Mc Culloch, “Additions to Thomas’s History of 


Printing,” in Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society, 
V. 31, 1921, p. 201. 


*Both Mills and Hicks were natives of Massachusetts. The 
first began to print independently in 1773 when they took charg 
of the Boston Massachusetts Gazette, which they published as; 
royalist paper. They left Boston in 1775 with the British army 
going to Halifax and then to England. In 1777 they returned te 
New York and began to print there. After the peace of 178: 
Mills and Hicks again retired to Halifax. Hicks returned t 
Massachusetts, where he died in 1794, but Mills is said to hay 
removed to Shelburne. It seems probable that he was associate 
with the Robertsons’ printing office there. (Hildeburn, op. cit 
p. 163-168.) ; 

®There was a very brief gap between the suspension of thi 
Royal American Gazette in New York and its re-establishme 
in Shelburne, to judge from the numbering of the known issue; 
The last issue known to have been printed in New York wa 
that of July 31, 1783, v. 9, no. 604. Probably no more 
published there, for an advertisement in Rivington’s New Yorl 


Liao a 
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Royal Gazette of August 6, 1783, announced that the partner- 
ship of Mills and Hicks with the Robertsons was dissolved on 
August 5. The earliest extant number of the Royal American 
Gazette printed at Shelburne is that of December 13, 1784, v. 
10, no. 680. At that time the paper was appearing weekly, al- 
though it had been a semi-weekly in New York. If it was issued 
weekly after leaving New York, the numbering would indicate 
that publication was begun at Shelburne almost immediately, 
probably in September, 1783. 

The known issues of the Royal American Gazette published 
at Shelburne are located in the New York Public Library and 
the British Museum. The New York Public Library has: 


v. 10, no. 680. 
v. 11, no. 686. 


1784. December, 13. 
1785. January 24. 
The British Museum has: 


1786. May 29. Vy. II, no. 710. 
1786. June 5. Vv. II, NO. 711. 
1786. June 19. v. IT, no. 713. 
1786. June 26. v. II, NO. 714. 
1786. July ro. vy. 11, no. 716. (8 p.) 
1786. July 17. v. II, NO. 717. 
1786. July 24. v. 11, no. 718. 
1786. July 31. y. 11, no. 719. (8p.) 


The only copy of the Post-Roseway Gazette known to me is 
one of January 13, 1785, v. 1, no. 11, located in the New York 
Public Library. To judge from that issue, the paper was es- 
tablished on October 4, 1784, if it was issued weekly and 
regularly. 

® According to W. L. Cotton in his chapter on “The Press” in 
Past and Present of Prince Edward Island, a history published 
about twenty-five years ago. The information from Mr. Cotton's 
article was sent me by A. D. Fraser, librarian of the Legislative 
Library of Prince Edward Island at Charlottetown, in a letter 
of June 25, 1928. 

°Thid. 

10 Aegidius Fauteux, The Introduction of Printing into 
Canada, Montreal, 1930, p. 59- 


lsh 


1 Thomas, op. cit., v. 1, p. 263, says: “Benjamin Towne, w! 
began the publication of The Evening Post, a rival paper, w 
not friendly to Humphreys, and published a number of piec 


vember 16, 1776, Humphreys was attacked by a writer 
Towne’s paper under the signature of A Tory. Not knowir 
what might be the consequence of these assaults, i in those 


lidked these pieces, Hiuiphicys. had loaned him the paper : 
which The Evening Post was published, without any Prospe 
of payment.” ; 


The only known copies of the Nova-Scotia Packet: An 
General Advertiser are in the British Museum, which has tl 
following numbers: ‘iE 


1786. June 1. No.57. 

1786. June15. No.59. 

1786. July27. No.65. (8p.) 

1786. August 3. No.66. (2p. Supplement) 


All four were issued on Thursdays, instead of the Wednesda 


promised in the Prospectus quoted above. h 
The numbering given here has been kindly supplied by LD 
H. Thomas, Deputy Keeper of Printed Books of the Briti 


the numbers of the Packet incorrectly. i ; 
8McCulloch, op. cit., p. 113-134. 


